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Introduction
LITERATURE cannot be regarded as a given entity. Its definition and circumscription in Egypt are debated and critical discourse about its nature has great relevance to Egyptological approaches to texts of all types, which have often concentrated on the texts as sources of historical or cultural information, rather than as artefacts with their own internal coherence. Attention to literary form is vital to the understanding of texts; an appreciation of form should if possible precede other types of analysis.
The Tale of the Eloquent Peasant is a good example of the significance of such methodological considerations. It has received less critical acclamation than the Tale of On another level, Herrmann's redactional critique relies on the assumption that different styles and themes could not ultimately arise within a single literary work of such an early date but must relate back to distinct 'Sitze im Leben'. This is a simplistic evolutionist approach to genre, of a sort described by Dhorme: 'There is no need to refute in detail such theories, which ... could impress only those who require conformity to the most prosaic laws of association of ideas in a literary genre which permits the most varied movements and the loftiest flight of poetic imagination."' The manuscripts present the Tale explicitly as a unified composition, as is implied by the presence of a colophon (B2 I42 In preparing a commentary on the tale I have been unable to find such features. If this cohesiveness were the result of 'collage', in which the components had been transformed into parts of the unified whole (as idioms are in any original composition), the distinction between original author and redactor, which is central to redactional criticism, could not in any case be made.14 Although a unified work may have many creators, a redactional approach is a valid method of interpretation only if this distinction can be detected, or separate components of the text can be identified. In the Tale the pattern of the unitary whole dominates the diverse sub-patterns of style and the like to such an extent that a single composition by an author or author-redactor is the most plausible hypothesis-as is also the case with the two halves of the Loyalist Teaching.'5 There are no features which require a hypothetical redactor. The episodic nature of the style, with its multiple antitheses and the lack of a single simple thematic progression, must not be mistaken for indications of collation or redaction, but is characteristic both of such discourse and wisdom texts in general and specifically of the Tale.16 Not through such factors alone do texts achieve unity, but through a 'coherence of thematic and verbal texture'.17 I attempt here to show how the varied genres are parts of such a whole, and trace their interaction in forming a unified pattern.
Genre and the components of the Tale
Genre is crucial to any interpretation, and 'the processes of generic recognition are in fact fundamental to the reading process', but a general definition of genre is problematic.18 'Representational modes' such as narrative or discourse are elemental, rather than generic,19 and play a more fundamental role in patterning texts; for this reason, I discuss the Tale's 'modal' structure before its 'generic' structure.
The Tale consists of two interwoven parts, the petitions and the narrative. The narrative is written in an 'objective' style, which is an example of Hintze's 'Erzahlung', or Benveniste's 'recit historique'.20 Amongst Middle Kingdom narratives it is most similar to that of The Words of Neferti in its distribution of sdm.jn.f and rh.n-sdm.n.f with dialogue, and it differs from The Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor and The Discourse of Sisobek in this respect. The petitions are 'discourse', which is in contrast a subjective representational mode, used in wisdom texts as a highly wrought literary form.
These two representational modes are juxtaposed principally in the overall pattern Narrative-Discourse (the 'petitions')-Narrative. They are also interwoven when discourse occurs as dialogues within the narratives, and when narrative introduces and interrupts episodes of discourse (the 'interludes'). This interweaving is more pronounced at the transition from the narrative to the petitions, than in the later petitions, where the transition is more subtly effected. At the transition there are narrative 'interludes' after the first and third petitions, and the second petition is interrupted by a riposte by the High Steward (Bi I34-5), while later there are references within the petitions to the situation of the plot. The different paces of narrative and discoursreare integrated with such devices as explicit refereferences to the extraordinary length of the peasant's eloquence: 'Long is the petitioner('s task), onerous the divide; "Who is that there?" will be said' (Bi I 59-60). '0 a fourth time in appealing to you! Shall I spend all my time at it?' (Bi 256). This fusion of representational modes seems to be standard in the Middle Kingdom literary corpus: a modally bipartite text would not have struck an audience as unusual, but as belonging to a formally defined literary group. Sisobek is an exact parallel, especially in its style of discourse, which combines gnomic statements with injunctions and descriptions, and expresses similar sentiments. Sisobek dates to the Middle Kingdom, as do other bicorporate works such as Neferti and The Account of the Sporting King, in which the discourses are elaborate figurative praise songs.2' The same phenomenon occurs on a generic, rather than 'elemental' level in the bipartition of Middle Kingdom texts such as the Teachings ofAmenemhat, Khety, a Man for his Son, and Kemit.22 However, the Tale is distinct from these parallels in that its narrative is longer (i86 metrical lines out of 607), and is significant beyond being a frame: ultimately, it supplies the context for the Tale's meaning and determines it. This importance is displayed by the introduction of the text as a narrative: s-pw wn, 'There was once a man ...' (R I. I).23 More significantly, in the Tale the two representational modes are indirectly complementary, being antithetical in their articulation of meaning: the assumptions underlying the petitionsprincipally that the peasant is unheard-are the contrary of those embodied in the narrative-that he is heard. Thus, while the peasant denounces the High Steward's silence as an evil, the narrative asserts that it is good. Neither can be read correctly on its own, and this factor is significant both formally and in the creation of meaning.
On a less elemental level the Tale is a fusion of various genres: stylistically (with both verbal and syntactic formulae) it alludes to and incorporates various genres, a procedure that is central to many texts, particularly The Tale of Sinuhe.24 Such inclusion is a univer- 
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be vindicated in B2 I 5-i6, just as they were sent to beat him in BI 2 17. The effect of this irony has been considered humorous, but humour is not easily identified and is not an inevitable concomitant or irony. Irony is, rather, 'common ground between tragedy and comedy',72 and the context determines whether a particular instance is humorous. Thus, while a humble man speaking like a sage is potentially comic, other examples of  humble sages in wisdom literature-see n. 88-suggest that this is not the effect in this  literary context. Similarly, the use of striking archaisms or extreme 'metaphoric distance'  in imagery is not necessarily humorous (e.g. Bi I92-3, I96-8 Furthermore, such sarcastic irony, which has the serious didactic purpose of ridiculing the unjust,76 is not pervasive. Thus, although the Tale can be characterized as having occasional flashes of dark humour, its general tone is not 'comic' or 'satiric'.77 The response of the audience to its irony is of another kind.
The irony is structurally significant, operating on two levels. The peasant is often ironic, which befits the role he considers to be his-a perceiver of ignored Maat-but the irony is also 'dramatic': the true situation, known by the audience, is hidden from the peasant and adds a further dimension to many of his remarks. Thus, his references to food are unknowingly ironic-for the High Steward is feeding him-as are ultimately all his complaints. This ironic presentation of his situation does not make him laughable or lessen the forcefulness of his petitions, and the tension between the detached presentation and the sympathy the peasant arouses is central to the structure of the Tale. This ironic use of structure, which juxtaposes the two 'representational modes' of narrative and discourse (whose styles are made conspicuously different), is 'scriptible' in the creation of meaning: the meaningful relationship between the petitions and narrative is never explicitly presented to the audience. While the dramatic irony is by its nature clear to the audience,78 it is never stated directly that the answer to the peasant's petitions is inherent in his situation, and this strategy of presentation is reflected in the (stylistic) dichotomy between narrative and discourse. Although the formal structure of the Tale can be standard and scales, or a wretched washerman (e.g. BI 17I, I92-3, I99-200) .
The potential fallibility of speech and writing has an analogy in the ambivalent treatment of the peasant's oratory, which is both inspired and unwarranted and which at once promotes and delays justice. This awareness that the truth of the legal cause and the eloquence through which it is argued are not the same relates less to the nature of 'rhetoric'95 than to the more universal paradox that things are not necessarily as they seem, and that one must distinguish between Maat and its fallible embodiments, whether in speech, written words, or deeds.
The Tale I have considered diverse features of genre, style, tone and structure as crucial factors for an interpretation of the Tale. They cannot be isolated from the thematic material and subject matter, but cohere in a unified whole. The Tale itself acts out the importance of literary form: writing marks the creation and resolution of the fundamental dichotomy between the actual situation and the situation as perceived by the peasant. The dichotomy in the plot and in the drama parallels the formal tension between the narrative and the subjective discourses. The literary form embodying this is both central to the Tale's ironic structure and at one with its creation of meaning.
